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Abstract
In recent years mental health issues and how to deal with them has become a widely
discussed topic in society. Causes and treatments tend to be major factors in the discussion, but
they also tend to be far too general. The broadness of the targeted audience for these discussions
often creates more issues than it solves due to treatments not being effective for every
population. This paper highlights the causes of mental health issues in first responders while
also discussing treatment methods designed specifically for this population that have had
promising outcomes. Causes and treatments discussed are given solidity through research
studies and other forms of research while maintaining its focus on the population of first
responders, most specifically police officers, firefighters, paramedics, and emergency medical
technicians.

Just about everyone in the United States knows a first responder in their community, but
not everyone knows the struggles that the first responders they know may be facing or how to
help them. People should care about this issue because just as anyone working in office’s job
performance is affected by their mental health, so too is the job performance of first responders
when they are struggling with their mental health. Mental health issues among first responders
are certainly a major issue in our country with many contributing factors that rarely get
discussed. Treating the issue is also made difficult for many reasons, mostly because not every
treatment will work for everyone. However, there are still many ways to help our first responders
get the mental health assistance that they need and deserve that will be discussed throughout this
paper.
In most cases, individuals start their careers as first responders with little to no prior
mental health issues as they typically have little to no prior exposure to trauma. This is made
possible through routine mental health screenings required by many of these professions during
the application process, police officers being the first that come to mind in this situation. In a
study done for the Journal of Occupational and Environmental Science, first responders were
screened for baseline resilience levels as well as mental health symptoms at the beginning of
their career. Six months later a follow up was done, which showed more mental health symptoms
were present after exposure to repeated trauma (Sadhbh Joyce, Leona Tan, Fiona Shand, Richard
A. Bryant, and Samuel B. Harvey, 2019).
Among the most common mental health issues faced by first responders are depression
and post-traumatic stress disorder, also known as PTSD. In many cases, these mental illnesses
are coupled with substance use and addictions, including alcoholism. There is no shortage of
stressors in their line of work due to the traumatic events they consistently experience, and these
stressors often lead to drug and alcohol use and addictions that only serve to make existing

mental health symptoms worse. Dr. Ralph Tenney, a therapist at American Addiction Centers,
says that retirement can make these issues worse in first responders, which means it’s imperative
to try and get them help as soon as possible in order to combat both mental health issues and
addictions.
The topic of mental health issues among first responders and how to treat them is
absolutely a wicked problem, and it deserves more attention than it receives. According to Horst
Rittel and Melvin Webber, a wicked problem is defined as a problem typically dealing with
public policy. They are wicked not in the sense that they are evil but in the sense that they tend to
have no true solution, simply smaller things that can work to make the issue better but never
completely solve it (Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber, 1973). The topic of mental health issues
among first responders fits that definition. There is no definitive cure to mental health issues in
first responders, and as for treatments, not every treatment is guaranteed to work for everyone
and what does work for some won’t necessarily work for others. The lack of attention on mental
health issues in first responders is a continuous cycle made worse by the stoic and ‘be tough’
culture of first responders, many of whom have served in the military, as well as the difficulty
first responders face in accessing mental healthcare.
There are many causal factors regarding the topic of mental health in first responders,
among them being the culture surrounding first responders. Police officers, firefighters,
Emergency Medical Technicians (EMTs), and paramedics, often tend to be stoic and identify
with a more ‘be tough no matter what’ persona than those working in other professions. They
don’t like to ask for help with anything, especially when it comes to the topic of mental health.
There is also a fear of being seen as weak, unable to handle their job, and even job loss if they
admit to having mental health issues and needing help. This creates an issue in getting first
responders the help that they need, as it’s often not evident that they need help at all. According

to Dr. Don Brown of Psychology Today, there is “ample evidence to suggest that many first
responders deny or resist seeking mental healthcare due to the longstanding stigmatization.”
Another causal factor that leads to mental health issues among first responders is the calls
that they respond to on a daily basis due to their job. Many people fail to realize that events like
natural disasters, fires, accidents, and homicide scenes are just as traumatic for first responders as
they are for everyone else involved. It’s important to realize that first responders are survivors of
these events too, and what they see, experience and the outcome of the event often have a
negative impact on their mental health. According to an article published in the Journal of
Individual Psychology, the trauma from these events “also deeply affects first responders, who
suffer from high rates of nonfatal occupational injuries and illnesses, particularly acute distress
disorder, PTSD, and depression.” (Nadine Garner, Jason Baker, and Duane Hagelgans, 2016).
The authors were able to back their claims up through a case study performed on a career
firefighter, which made a strong connection between first responders and mental health issues.
As important as the causal factors are in explaining how mental health issues in first
responders occur, there are salient causal factors that are arguably far more important in
determining where mental health issues can arise from. One salient causal factor is perceived and
received social support for first responders, which will be defined more deeply later. Another is
the existing resilience levels in individual first responders, which means the focus is on how
much stress and trauma an individual can handle without breaking down. A third and final salient
causal factor is the outcome, or end result, of the calls that first responders respond to. These
three salient causal factors alone, combined with each other, or even combined with the causal
factors already discussed previously can have a major impact on the mental health of first
responders and whether or not they develop mental health issues.

The first salient causal factor mentioned was perceived and received social support,
which is highly important as a cause of mental health issues in first responders. Perceived social
support is the support that first responders feel that they are getting from their communities,
while received social support is the actual support that first responders are getting from their
communities. Studies suggest that when both perceived and received social support is low, there
is a higher chance of first responders developing mental health issues (Gabriele Prati and Luca
Pietrantoni, 2010). Likewise, when perceived and received social support is high there is a lower
chance of first responders developing mental health issues. These statements are further
supported by a cross-sectional study published in the Journal of Community Psychology in
September of 2020. Results showed that low levels of perceived and received social support
were linked to higher levels of mental illnesses in first responders such as PTSD, generalized
anxiety disorder, and major depression.
The second salient casual factor mentioned was existing resilience levels in individual
first responders. If an individual first responder has a high level of resilience, they are less likely
to develop or be severely affected by mental health issues (Sadhbh Joyce, Leona Tan, Fiona
Shand, Richard A. Bryant, and Samuel B. Harvey, 2019). Meanwhile, an individual first
responder with a low resilience level is more likely to develop mental health issues due to their
occupation and will most likely experience severe effects. A study done for the Journal of
Occupational and Environmental Medicine by Sadhbh Joyce, Leona Tan, Fiona Shand, Richard
A. Bryant, and Samuel B. Harvey supported this theory and found that “Higher levels of
resilience may protect the long-term mental health of first responders.” This salient factor is
significant, as it has also started to play a significant role in developing mindfulness-based
treatments for mental health issues among first responders.

The final salient casual factor mentioned was the outcome of the calls that first
responders respond to. It’s fairly simple. Negative outcomes can lead to the development of
mental health issues. Positive outcomes can help alleviate the effects of existing mental health
issues and hold off mental health issues from developing (Reilly L. McQueston and Peter A.
DePergola II, 2019). Since first responders are on call every day, they face many situations with
both outcomes.
While there are many varying factors that contribute to the development of mental health
issues among first responders, the good news is that there are also many treatments available.
Among the most effective treatments are mindfulness-based psychotherapies, smart phone
applications, and resilience building techniques. These will be discussed in depth in the
following paragraphs. While these treatments are effective, it’s not always easy for first
responders to access them, mostly due to low quality healthcare and low-income levels. There is
a bipartisan push for easier access to mental healthcare for first responders among politicians
with new bills being proposed, but a stronger effort is needed in order to truly make a difference.
One treatment that has been found to be highly effective among first responder
populations is, as mentioned previously, mindfulness-based psychotherapies. These types of
psychotherapies have been introduced to first responders mainly through resilience-building
therapies and have been shown to be beneficial. A study done for the American Journal of
Psychotherapy found that these types of psychotherapies worked best in improving the physical
and mental health of first responders while also them to build resilience to work-related stressors
(Brian A. Chopko, Konstantinos Papazoglou, and Robert C. Schwartz, 2018). Many first
responders have also been shown to prefer such treatments, or at the very least participating in
treatments that are at least referred to as being mindfulness-based.

Another treatment that has been effective in treating mental health issues among first
responder populations is the development of smart phone applications. These apps are often
designed utilizing mindfulness-based approaches. Many first responders prefer using
applications to seek help for their mental health issues as they feel there is less stigma
surrounding it and no one even has to know they are seeking help. In other words, they like using
these apps because it is more confidential. They also, as said before, prefer the mindfulnessbased approaches. This was proven by a study done for Occupational Medicine in which fifty
percent of the first responder population sampled did in fact say that they prefer the term
‘mindfulness-based’ as it feel better to them to use terms such as that rather than calling it
therapy (Deady, Peters, Lang, Calvo, Glozier, Christensen, and Harvey, 2017).
A final treatment that has shown promising results in treating mental health issues among
first responders is resilience building techniques. This again goes along with the idea of
implementing mindfulness-based practices in order to treat mental health issues among first
responders. The more resilience that a first responder has, the better they are able to handle the
stressors and traumas that they face daily due to their professions. Resilience building techniques
seek to improve not only the resilience but the overall mental fitness of an individual. This in
turn will help them deal with not only mental health issues that they are already facing, but also
works to better prepare them with any other issues they may face later on in life.
There is much that can be done in order to aid first responders in their struggles with
mental health in order to alleviate the overall wicked problem. Advocating for easier access to
mental healthcare for first responders by expressing support for proposed mental healthcare bills
as well as encouraging first responders you may know who are struggling to seek help are steps
that can be taken to alleviate the effects of this wicked problem. There may not be a complete

cure, and not every treatment will work for everyone, but protecting the mental health of our first
responders is worth the effort.
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